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G O V E R N O R S A L A Z A R ’S W H E A T F A R M
PROJECT 1645-1657
by KATHERINE S. LAWSON
The governors of Florida from the founding of
St. Augustine in 1565 to the evacuation in 1763 were
continually faced with food shortage, even with
starvation; for St. Augustine knew hunger pangs
many times, when ships bringing supplies to the
Presidio were wrecked, were captured by pirates, or
in some years failed to be sent from Mexico with
the flour ordered furnished to Florida by the king’s
command. So of much interest are the records of
a project, covering the years 1645 to 1657, for a
wheat farm (trigo hacienda) the result of the determination of Governor Salazar (who may or may
not have been hungry himself) to grapple with this
1
recurring food problem. A summary of the project
is contained in a letter dated at St. Augustine,
October 8, 1657 2 and in certain other records cited.
A translation of a part of that letter is,
“The Governor Benito Ruiz de Salazar Ballencilla founded some haciendas of wheat in the Province of Apalache, because of the land being fertile
and suitable for them. And having sent to seek
a miller at the Canary Islands, in this interval he
died. . . . ”
Thus the checkered life of the wheat farm begins.
Later Don Diego de Rebolledo, the first appointed
governor after the death of Ruiz de Salazar, reports
in a translated description of the project,
“Benito Ruiz de Salazar visiting the Province of
Apalache in the first year of his government recognized the goodness and fertility of the land, by virtue of which and consideration of the many and
1. These records are in the Woodbury Lowery Papers (vol. vii),
Library of Congress.
2. Ibid. Simancas, secular, Audiencia de Santo Domingo, 16261672. Est. 54, caj. 51, leg. 16.
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great miseries which this Presidio feels for lack of
sustenance, by its being brought from New Spain
and this not having security nor effected with punctuality which the continual necessity demands, and
the difficulty which the collection of the subsidy
offers, the risk by sea and enemies which have occasioned robberies and losses; so he arranged to
found some haciendas of wheat and great cattle in
the Province with much expenditure of his treasure,
the herds of horses and cattle being shipped from
the Island of Cuba and the seed wheat, slaves, farmhands and the rest necessary from the Provinces of
New Spain. And having worked the land, he recognized the abundance which the fruits and sowings
gave every year by conserving only the seed in the
interim while procuring a miller and stones for its
milling. And having arranged to sow in sufficient
quantity and having sent to seek the miller and
stones in the Canary Islands the said Governor
died.’’
It is evident from an unsigned letter dated November 20, 1655 3 that Salazar died of some contagious
illness, and the government, ad interim, fell to the
Accountant Nicolas Ponce de Leon. Ponce held a
high opinion of the judgment of the dead governor
in having inaugurated the growing of wheat, which
suggests that Ponce himself might have gone hungry
now and then. But the hacienda would not run
itself and he reported what was done:
“Among other effects which remained because of
the end and death of Benito Ruiz de Salazar Ballencilla, who was Governor and Captain General of
these Provinces, there was a hacienda and farm of
wheat and maize which was adjoining the village
of Asile which although it had been brought many
days at auction to see if there was any one to buy
3. Ibid.
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it, and there had not been anybody because of this
country being very poor and that all the Spaniards
who inhabit it are soldiers and thus they have not
funds nor possibilities to buy it and be able afterwards to benefit from it [therefore] because the
said hacienda is already established at very great
cost and expense that was made on it by the Governor . . ." and because of the great need for its
operation and because the six years growing of
wheat had been successful and the mill wright with
the mill-stones had arrived and all was ready for
him to get to work, the two officials, De Leon and
Cigarroa, agreed on its purchase “for the account
of His Majesty.”
Captain Don Luis de Salazar, son and heir of the
late governor, was now called into the conference.
Terms were agreed upon for the sale of the hacienda
“with the wheat farm and the great cattle for the
king’s account.”
An inventory of all animals, including a pair of
large oxen, and of every article was made including
all tools and primitive equipment of the farm houses
as well as slaves. The sale being consummated, the
people of Florida were not expected to have to
worry longer about wheat flour.
And then, after serving but five or six months
as interim governor, Nicolas Ponce de Leon also
died suddenly, presumably of that same contagious
disease that had carried off Governor Salazar and
others. But trouble was ahead and the translation
of an unsigned letter dated November 20, 1655 gives
the details:
“According to common talk some soldiers of those
who had been officials in this presidio, all relatives
as well as being natives of the land, met at night
in different places and with great scandal they
elected Don Pedro Ruitiner governor with promises

Published by STARS, 1945

3

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 24 [1945], No. 3, Art. 4

Gov. SALAZAR’S WHEAT PROJECT 1645-1657

199

to those who gave him their vote. In the year and
a half time that he governed, Senor, he gave twenty
three commissions as Captain, the greater part of
them in one of the two companies in this presidio,
and four as warder of the fort, three as sergeant
major and ten as adjutant, three as accountant and
one as treasurer, titling himself Governor and Captain General in these forty-four commissions and
in the other writings, and having the flags lowered
and the artillery fired from the fort when going to
visit his plantations.”
This name Ruitiner appears in various official
documents of the affair as “Horruytiner” and is
so signed by him as a royal official with Francisco
Menendez Marquez in 1647, second year of Benito
Ruiz de Salazar’s governing. Also in 1635 to 1638
there had been a duly appointed governor of
Florida, Luis de Horruytiner. So the usurper’s
family had background.
The same unsigned letter describes the arrival of
a sergeant major from Spain with a “cedula to
govern from His Majesty.” He presented the
cedula before Don Pedro, Ruitiner ;” but Don Pedro
kept on governing as he pleased.
Next Pedro received notice " . . . that Don Diego
de Rebolledo was coming as Governor and Captain
General of this Presidio and Provinces. He sent
some of his particular friends to Havana and he
took there a furnished house in that City where
they lodged during the time they were there with
such friendship has been preserved between Don
Pedro and the Governor and Captain General Don
Diego de Rebolledo, his position in all he has done
and there is not a word spoken of the manner of his
election nor of the acts he did nor of his not delivering the government to the sergeant major nor
the other disagreements.”
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But the wheat farm met its fate at the hands of
Ruitiner, for the translation of another document
from the same source says, “As soon as Don Pedro
Horruytiner entered into this government by election, within a few days without awaiting that which
Thy Majesty would take in the matter he destroyed
and dismantled them [the haciendas] leaving the
fruits hanging in the sowings, because of a petition
which the Father Provincial Fray Juan de Medina
made him and . . . selling all that the said haciendas
had, extra judicially contrary to the custom that the
Royal Treasury has in this Presidio.”
The writer of the unsigned letter may have
thought Governor Rebolledo was not criticising
Ruitiner for his various actions but Rebolledo
writes, “In the residencia I have taken of the said
Don Pedro I have condemned him in this. And it
is certain the destroying of these haciendas has been
a sorrowful thing being the foundation with which
the misery of this land was being remedied. And
now with the example and the seed which the Religious and the caciques conserved from them they
sow and crop sufficient wheat for their sustenance,
as I have seen in the visitation that I made, without
it being necessary to carry them this sustenance
from this Presidio, as they did on the shoulders of
the natives.’’
That is the last word of the wheat fields started
so hopefully by Governor Benito Ruiz de Salazar
Ballencilla ; and for more long years all in Florida
suffered hunger when the flour ships failed to arrive in time, which might have been averted if the
growing of wheat had been continued as Governor
Salazar had so successfully started it near the
Indian village of Asile.
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